My Life in Music
by James Mo’ikeha

(Courtesy James Mo’ikeha)
Introduction by Ishmael Stagner: This is Jimmy Mo’ikeha, and he is the only person that
I can find that goes back to that generation of entertainers in Waikiki that worked in the
50’s and 60’s. Everyone else is either dead or “incapacitated” at this point. You can
either ask him questions, or he can respond to what I’ve just said (in my paper).
Aloha awakea (good afternoon), aloha kakou (greetings everyone). I just want to
say a couple things. I appreciated Ish’s reference to the ancient hula being related to the
Hawaiian martial arts, I think that’s why Tony Todaro wrote the song, “Keep your Eyes
on the Hands!” (laughter) I want to acknowledge the presence of Elder Komatsu. In one
of the notebooks that my dad left me, there’s a newspaper clipping in which it states that
the Hawaii State legislature officially congratulated Adney Komatsu as the first Nisei
(second generation Japanese-American ) to be called as a general authority of the LDS
church, and its an article that I treasure very much. Elder Komatsu and I go back a long
way. For many years I was working in Palau (aka Peleliu ) I was working in a hotel for
an airlines and the church had just been established there and Elder Komatsu made one of
his trips as a general authority, and there was a Sunday evening fireside and I was not
able to attend for various reasons, and later upon returning to the hotel, elder Komatsu
scolded me for not being there, but he was even more disappointed because my kitchen
was closed! (laughter) and he had not eaten. So, I went ahead and opened the kitchen and
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did the cooking and was able to feed both he and Sister Komatsu and the group that was
traveling with them.
Well, I’ve heard a lot of things today and have felt very nostalgic, for like Ish
(Stagner) I grew up with a lot of what has been talked about today, (Waikiki
entertainment scene, Central Pacific Mission (CPM), World War II, etc) Our family
housed one of the CPM missionary couples for a couple of months. I remember
distinctly Elder Gunn as well. Elder Gunn was really involved in genealogy as a
missionary, and we knew him during the time we lived in one of the three mission homes
on the property of the Wailuku chapel on Maui. Elder Gunn would come back to his
home at the end of the day, and through his window he would yell, “What’s the magic
word?” and we would yell back as little kids “Jimmy-ology!” What wonderful memories
those days have given me.
"I am James LeRoy Lanakila Mo’ikeha, the son of Solomon
Kekanakailokookaoihana Mo’ikeha Sr. and Amy Hooipoipo Cockett, born and raised on
the island of Maui. The name LeRoy was given to me by my dad in honor of the
missionary who helped my dad become worthy to receive his priesthood. My name,
Lanakila, which means victory, was given to me by my paternal grandmother, my
beloved tutu."
Our family was always a musical family. My dad and his brothers, raising funds
for the church in those early years on Maui became known as the Mo’ikeha Quartet.
Amy dad was a self-taught musician and a disciplinarian. We had vocal exercises every
day. He had a beautiful tenor voice and he taught me how to sing. I remember starting to
sing when I was 5 years old. As years went on, we sung a lot. I cut my first recording
when I was 11 years old, with the 49th state recording company and Johnny Almeida was
Director at that time. They came around looking for new music and the song I recorded
with them was “Maui Girl.” It got a lot of playing time from Hal Lewis, also known
locally as “Aku Head Pupule.” And because it got a lot of playing time, there was a lot
of demand, and so I was able to cut a series of recordings, and I got tagged as the Bobby
Bloom of Hawaii. Bobby Bloom was a young popular singer at the time.
I came on to the Waikiki scene just about the time Alfred Apaka died. Ish, you
need to include Alfred Apaka in your paper. He was LDS. It was interesting, you had so
many people wondering why his funeral services (attendee by thousands) were being held
at the LDS Honolulu Tabernacle.
Another wonderful individual that I’ll always remember is Andy Cummings
that’s another name that needs to be added to your paper, Ish. Andy Cummings wrote
many beautiful songs, and one song that used as a young boy to win a lot of song contests
and trophies was a song he wrote called, In Spite of All.” It was my favorite song for a
number of years.
When Alfred Apaka passed away, they had auditions going on and I was invited
to audition, and at that time the hotel now known as the Hilton Hawaiian Village was the
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Kaiser Hawaiian Village, and I auditioned with Henry Kaiser (the major developer in
Waikiki area) and his wife in the audience, with the group then that played with Alfred
Apaka, headed up by Benny Kalama. I was offered a contract and so I decided to take a
stab at it. And so I “did” the Tapa Room--no longer there--and right next door was
Arthur Lyman and his group. I did a one-year contract and then I didn’t want to do that
anymore because hands had changed at the hotel (new management)
After that I came close to becoming a police officer, but on the last day I
performed on that first contract, the general manager and vice-president of the Hilton
Hawaiian Village, also a former purser on Matson Lines (shipping/cruise line) asked
what I was going to do and I said, “I’m going to become a police officer.” He said, “No,
you’re not. Report to my office on Monday morning. You’re going into the hotel
business.” And so I spent 45 years in the hotel business.
Well, during all that, I still did a lot of entertainment. When the Sheraton Maui
Hotel opened, I had been working at the Hilton Hawaiian Village as an assistant manager
and was invited then to apply for the front office manager’s position, and so I did. And in
addition to that, I also became the entertainment director and headliner for the Discovery
Room at the Sheraton Maui Hotel. So I worked during the day as the front office
manager and sang in the evening six nights a week. I did it for two years and one time
Haunani Kahalewai, who was the headliner for the Monarch Room (Royal Hawaiian
Hotel), had gone on vacation for two weeks, and so for two weeks I would get on a plane
in the afternoon and go in to Honolulu, do the Monarch Room at night, and the next
morning fly back to Maui to go to work. I did that for two weeks each of two years.
I was then invited after that to be headliner for the Monarch Room at the Royal
Hawaiian Hotel and so I decided that I would move again from Maui. The other
headliner with me at that time was a young woman named Darlene Yoshimoto who was
known as Masako. And so Masako and I headlined for a couple of years and then I went
into the Surf Room (Royal Hawaiian) for a while, and then I figured out I could make
more money if I did concerts. And so I went to Japan, and Mexico and the U.S.
Mainland. I probably made more doing that in one year than I did doing nightly shows
all those years previous.
That’s been my experience with the music scene in Waikiki. And then again certainly, as
things would happen with the passing away of Alfred Apaka, I was given the opportunity
to do that (Waikiki entertainment). It was a big step up from those early days on Maui
doing the weekly show at the Maui Palms Hotel with a kumu hula (dance leader) getting
five dollars a night for singing and dancing. So, I’ve been blessed. What a wonderful
talent Heavenly Father gave me and the opportunities that I’ve had to make other people
happy. Amen.
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